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A  CASE  FOR  FIG  LEAVES 

"Then  the  eyes  of  both  were  opened^   and  they 
knew  that  they  were  naked;  and  they  sewed 
fig  leaves  together  and  made  themselves  aprons." 

Genesis   3: 7 


Of  late  there  has  been  a  trend  in  our  society  to 
make  shamelessness  a  strength  and  modesty  a  weakness . 
Under  the  banner  of  realism  it  has  become  fashionable 
to  exalt-  candidness  in  sex,  to  speak  in  "four-letter- 
word"  bluntness  about  the  basic  functions  of  the  body, 
to  opt  for  all-out  frankness  in  human  discourse.   In 
short,  to  reduce  in  our  lives  the  dimensions  of 
modesty  and  privacy. 

Those  who  protest  this  trend  are  regarded  as 
square  and  seen  as  enemies  of  progress .   Neutrality  on 
the  subject  is  rare.   Most  of  us  have  strong  feelings 
one  way  or  the  other. 


Because  we  are  people  of  The  Book,  we  look  for 
light  to  the  Scriptures  to  help  us  on  our  way.   In  the 
Eden  story  of  the  fall  a  curious  development  took  place 
after  Eve  and  her  partner  had  partaken  of  the  fruit 
that  was  forbidden.   For  the  first  time  they  found  them- 
selves uneasy  in  each  other's  presence.   They  felt  a 
flush  of  shame.   Because  of  their  nakedness  they  were 
embarrassed.   They  determined  to  provide  some  covering 
for  their  bodies  . 

As  the  7th  verse  of  the  3rd  chapter  of  Genesis 
puts  it,  "Then  the  eyes  of  them  both  were  opened,  and 
they  knew  they  were  naked;  and  they  sewed  fig  leaves 
together  and  made  themselves  aprons." 

What  is  of  even  greater  significance  is  the  fact 
that  their  Maker  confirmed  what  they  did  and  improved 
upon  it.   Fourteen  verses  on  in  the  story  we  find 
these  words:   "And  the  Lord  God  made  for  Adam, and  his 


wife  garments  of  skins  and  clothed  them."  (Gen.  3:21) 

What  does  this  say  to  us?   Surely  it  does  not  say 
that  the  body  is  bad,  a  necessary  evil  to  be  borne 
with.   The  Bible  is  an  earthy  book.   It  is  not  apolo- 
getic or  nervous  about  sexuality.   We  are  God's  work- 
manship.  Most  of  the  products  that  General  Motors 
makes  bear  the  stamp  "Body  by  Fisher."  All  of  us, 
whether  we  acknowledge  it  or  not,  bear  the  stamp  "Body 
by  God." 

Had  we  no  other  book  in  the  Bible  than  the  Song 
of  Solomon,  those  eight  chapers  would  be  sufficient 
to  rescue  Scripture  from  any  captivity  to  ascetisism. 
In  that  book,  as  elsewhere  in  the  Bible,  it  is  clearly 
affirmed  that  sex  is  good,  not  alone  for  procreation 
but  also  for  mutual  pleasure  and  fulfillment. 


What  then  does  our  text  say?   I_t  tells  us  that  the 
instinct  for  modesty  is  endemic  to  the  life  of  human- 
kind.  Those  who  are  pushing  pornography  and  obscenity 
upon  us  and  seeking  to  enthrone  the  ethos  of  the 
barnyard  in  the  American  theatre  never  tire  of  seeing 
themselves  as  our  emancipators.   Their  presumption  is 
that  we  are  in  bondage  to  some  benighted  period  in 
history.   Their  two  such  favorite  periods  are  Victorian 
England  and  Puritan  New  England. 

What  Genesis  3  affirms  is  that  men  and  women  in 
their  fallenness  have  from  the  very  start  shunned 
exhibitionism  and  sought  to  clothe  their  nakedness. 
Some  societies,  granted,  have  been  prudish  to  the 
extreme,  and  thus  hypocritical.   They  have  repressed 
the  body  and  openly  denounced  what  they  secretly 
enjoyed.   But  this  does  not  change  the  basic  truth 
that  modesty  is  a  sound  instinct  —  given  our  condi- 
tion as  people  who  have  lost  their  primal  innocence. 
"Then  the  eyes  of  them  both  were  opened,  and  they 
knew  that  they  were  naked;  and  they  sewed  fig  leaves 
together  and  made  themselves  aprons." 
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My  intent  today  is  to  make  a  case  for  fig  leaves. 
Without  misjudging  their  motives,  I  contend  that  those 
who  are  bent  on  removing  the  fig  leaves  work  not  good 
but  harm.   Their  efforts,  by  and  large,  are  concen- 
trated on  two  areas.   They  want  to  unclothe  our  bodies; 
and  they  want  to  unclothe  our  psyches . 

To  be  stripped  bodily  is  good,  we  are  told.  Thus 
the  emphasis  on  X-rated  films,  bed-room  centered  novels, 
the  unending  flow  of  manuals  on  sexual  techniques, 
and  nude  centerfolds  in  magazines  that  thrive  on  the 
exploitation  of  sex.   But  has  the  end  been  good? 
Apparently  not!   There  is  more  sexual  frustration  in 
our  society  than  ever  before.   There  are  fewer  happier 
marriages.   There  is  more  boredom  and  revulsion  towards 
sex  than  ever  before . 

Joseph  Papp,  who  is  responsible  for  the  theatre 
down  at  Lincoln  Center,  announced  recently  that  in 
the  coming  season  he  would  emphasize  a  return  to  the 
classics  and  stage  only  those  modern  plays  which  are 
traditionally  styled.   When  pressed  on  this  decision 
Mr.  Papp  said;  "We  began  losing  audiences.   They  could 
not  bear  endless  obscenities."  He  then  went  on  to 
add:  "The  new  writers  erased  moral  differences  between 
good  and  evil.   They  believed  that  anything  a  person 
does  is  human,  including  murder.   A  lot  of  writing 
had  to  do  with  people  going  crazy .. .reflecting  the 
madness  of  our  times."  1   My  friends,  it  is  not  our 
similarities  with  lower  orders  of  animal  life  that 
distinguish  -us  ^   but  our  differences  . 

What's  more,  this  "openness  trip"  on  which  we 
have  been  embarked  for  the  last  10  or  20  years,  under 
the  name  of  realism,  has  created  enormous  surges  of 
rebellion,  especially  on  the  part  of  women,  against 
the  de-humanization  that  takes  place  when  people  are 
reduced  to  mere  sexual  objects. 


In  the  fall,  all  of  man's  relationships  changed  — 


and  not  for  the  better.   God  became  a  threat  —  so 
Adam  and  Eve  hid.   Work  became  a  drudgery.   The 
universe  became  an  adversary.   And  sex  became  a  force 
of  such  overpowering  potential  as  to  need  restraints  — 
hence  the  fig  leaves! 

Sex  always  stands  in  danger  of  being  reduced  to 
lust.   William  Blake  understood  this  only  too  well. 
He  wrote: 

"Love  seeketh  not  itself  to  please 
Nor  for  itself  any  care, 
But  for  another  gives  its  ease, 
And  builds  a  Heaven  in  Hell's  despair. 

Lust  seeketh  only  self  to  please 

To  bind  another  to  its  delight, 

Joys  in  another's  loss  of  ease, 

And  builds  a  Hell  in  Heaven's  despite."  _2 

To  remove  the  fig  leaves  is  to  casualize  sex,  and 
to  casualize  sex  is  to  rob  one  of  life 's  most  potent 
symbols  of  its  power .   In  this  context  it  is  safe  to 
say  that  Hugh  Hefner  has  done  more  to  set  sex  back 
than  all  the  Puritan  divines  that  ever  lived!   Sex 
needs  to  be  strengthened,  not  casualized.   It  is  note- 
worthy that  Masters  and  Johnson  are  now  speaking  less 
about  sexual  techniques  and  more  about  the  importance 
of  relationships.   The  basic  sexual  act  is  more  than 
a  meeting  of  two  bodies:   It  is  the  union  of  two 
people.   Much  of  our  modern  promiscuity  in  sex  is  the 
result  of  a  refusal  to  partake  of  relationships  in 
depth . 

A  church  prelate  of  some  stature  had  just  made  an 
appearance  on  a  television  panel  at  which  time  he 
opted  for  a  totally  open  society  with  no  obscenity  laws 
or  enforceable  standards  of  decency.   A  friend  had  the 
courage  to  disagree.   In  doing  so  he  said,  "The  common, 
unsophisticated  people  of  the  land  have  a  sense  that 
go-go  nudity  and  blatant  sex  are  wrong,  and  it  is 
usually  unwise  to  run  counter  to  their  judgment." 
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The  fact  that  people  do  not  wish  to  copulate  in 
Macy's  window  does  not  mean  that  they  are  opposed  to 
sex.   Quite  the  contrary:   It  means  that  they  respect 
and  cherish  sex  so  much  that  they  will  not  see  it 
demeaned.   What  has  happened  in  our  time  is  that  sex 
has  become  de-sacralized.   This  looks  good  in  the 
short  run,  but  in  the  long  run  it  always  proves 
disastrous . 

Ernest  Becker  in  his  helpful  book,  The  Denial  of 
Death,  speaks  to  this  point  in  a  winning  way  for  me. 
He  writes,  "The  distinctive  human  problem  from  time 
immemorial  has  been  the  need  to  spiritualize  human  .. 
life,  to  lift  it  onto  a  special  immortal  plane,  beyond 
the  cycles  of  life  and  death  that  characterize  all 
other  organisms .   This  is  one  of  the  reasons  that 
sexuality  has  from  the  beginning  been  under  taboos; 
it  had  to  be  lifted  from  the  plane  of  physical  fer- 
tilization to  a  spiritual  one."  _3   "Then  the  eyes 
of  them  both  were  opened,  and  they  knew  that  they 
were  naked;  and  they  sewed  fig  leaves  together  and 
made  themselves  aprons." 


Others  who  object  to  the  fig  leaves  would  like 
to  unclothe  our  psyches .  They  belong  to  the  "let  it 
all  hang  out"  school.   They  thrive  on  Encounter  Groups, 
T-Group  labs  and  all  such.   The  underlying  presumption 
here  is  that  privacy  is  a  negative  that  must  somehow 
be  expelled.   Therefore,  our  most  intimate  fears, 
desires,  frustrations  and  fulfillments  must  be  aired. 
Those  who  demur  are  regarded  as  "locked  in"  and  "hung 
up"  upon  themselves  and  greatly  in  need  of  pity. 
This  school  practises  what  might  be  called  "justifi- 
cation by  candor."   Not  the  grace  of  God,  but  human 
candor.   My  experience  has  been  that  those  who  believe 
in  such  candid  openness  often  feel  that  their  own 
confessions  give  them  a  license  to  rush  others  into 
a  similar  openness  whether  they  be  ready  or  not. 

This  is  a  large  subject  and  we  do  not  have  the 
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time  or  the  intention  to  deal  with  it  fully  today.   I 
would  like  at  least  to  question  the  validity  of  total 
inner  exposure  as  an  ideal  -  whether  from  a  theologi- 
cal or  psychological  perspective.   I  am  inclined  to 
think  that  Somerset  Maugham  was  right  when  he  wrote 
in  his  memoirs:   "There  are  matters  on  which  I  am 
content  to  maintain  my  privacy.   No  one  can  tell  the 
whole  truth  about  himself.   It  is  not  only  vanity 
that  has  prevented  those  who  have  tried  to  reveal 
themselves  to  the  world  from  telling  the  whole  truth; 
it  is  direction  of  interest;  their  disappointment 
with  themselves,  their  surprise  that  they  can  do 
things  that  seem  to  them  so  abnormal,  make  them  place 
too  great  an  emphasis  on  occurrences  that  are  more 
common  than  they  suppose."  4_ 

There  are,  in  my  judgment,  some  things  that  we 
share  with  all,  some  things  that  we  share  with  a 
few,  and  some  things  that  we  share  with  no  one  else 
on  earth . 

Paul  Tournier  makes  quite  a  distinction  between 
person  and  personage.   The  person  is  the  original 
creation.   The  personage  is  the  automatic  routine 
with  which  that  person  is  surrounded  —  the  minister 
in  his  robe,  the  policeman  in  his  uniform,  the 
banker  in  his  conservative  suit.   And  on  it  goes. 
But  the  key  point  that  this  brilliant  psychiatrist  es- 
tablishea  is  that  each  of  us  needs  some  personage  -  a 
certain  plumage,  if  you  will.   We  need  some  titles, 
some  dress,  some  demeanor  and  some  style.   Each  of 
us  has  her  compensations,  her  adjustments,  her 
adaptations . 

A  man  joined  the  paratroopers  in  World  War  II  and 
actually  blanched  every  time  he  had  to  jump.   He  was 
just  stark  afraid.   Someone  asked  him  why  he  had 
joined  the  paratroopers  having  that  fear.   He  said, 
"I  like  to  be  in  the  company  of  brave  people."   Now 
we  could  stretch  that  man  out  on  a  couch  and  peel 
back  the  layers  of  his  psyche.   We  could  begin  to 
examine  why  it  was  that  he  did  what  he  did  and  what 
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his  motives  were.   But  to  what  end?  He  had  obviously 
put  together  an  active  and  useful  lif e .   Why  not  let 
it  be?  We  have  all  made  similar  compensations, 
adjustments  and  adaptations,  else  we  would  not  be 
able  to  function. 

God  gave  man  and  woman  clothing.   It  ls_   not 
wrong  for  one  to  maintain  a_  self  over  against  all 
others.   Only  in  another  life  will  conditions  be  such 
that  all  secrets  shall  be  removed  and  we  shall  know 
as  we  are  known. 


"Then  the  eyes  of  both  were  opened,  and  they 
knew  that  they  were  naked;  and  they  sewed  fig  leaves 
together  and  made  themselves  aprons."   Shame  is  a 
symptom  that  ought  to  be  heeded.   It  is  trying  to 
tell  us  something.   Nowadays,  when  one  has  a  fever 
in  hospital  that  fever  is  treated  with  ice-water 
rather  than  aspirin  so  that  the  cause  of  the  high 
temperature  can  be  explored. 

Let  those  who  cherish  modesty  and  privacy  hold 
their  ground.  Let  them  work  for  a  society  in  which 
the  body  is  not  exploited.  Let  them  be  grateful  for 
their  sexuality  and  treat  it  for  the  gift  of  God  it 
is.  And  let  them  maintain  a  self  before  God  against 
all  comers  and  thus  preserve  their  individuality  in 
a  world  that  would  swallow  it  up. 


CLOSING  PRAYER 

Lord,   forgive  us  the  easy  way  in 

which  we  have  rationalized  our  'pleasures 
and  allowed  the  world  around  us  to 
squeeze  us  into  its  mold! 

Make  us  good  stewards  of  our  affections 3 
and  wise  in  our  distribution  of  the 
secrets  of  the  heart. 

Through  Jesus   Christ  our  Lord. 
Amen 
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